
“They call us the slow learning dorks.”
That is what my fourth graders told

me as they filed in from recess for my
afternoon reading group. As a special
education resource teacher in an ele-
mentary school, I taught mostly stu-
dents who had specific learning disabil-
ities (SLD). They were not slow learning
dorks.

My students were upset and I was
angry. The standard adult response
combining reassurance that “they don’t
know what they are talking about” with
the advice that “you should ignore
them” seemed woefully inadequate.
Even the more active approach of “tell
me who they are and I will talk to them”
didn’t hold much promise as a solution
to the problem.

As I talked more with the students, I
realized that they didn’t know how to
respond to the children who made these
kinds of comments. They didn’t know
what the letters SLD stood for or the
meaning of the term, specific learning
disability. In fact, I suspected that many
of them half-believed that they actually
were slow learning dorks.

According to Pavri and Monda-Amaya
(2000), “Teachers often may be unaware
of students’ perceptions of social alien-
ation and isolation at school or of the
detrimental consequences such feelings
have on students’ life adjustment” (p.
30). My eyes had been opened, and I
wondered what I could do to stop the
other students from picking on my kids.
I considered talking to those who were
reported for making negative comments;
however, unless I planned to follow my
students into the general education class-
room, to the lunchroom, and onto the

playground, there didn’t seem to be
much that I could do to stop other chil-
dren from making hurtful remarks.
Students with SLD needed to know how
to stick up for themselves. They needed
to be educated in appropriate ways to
respond to derogatory comments from
peers. Borrowing from current educa-
tional terminology, they needed the skills
of self-advocacy, and they needed them
right away!

I talked with my students, and I
talked with their classroom teachers.
After much thought and discussion, we
came up with “SLD, What’s That?”—a
three-part mini-workshop in disability
awareness for general and special edu-
cation students. We had decided that it
was time for all students to leave the
general education classroom and come
to the SLD resource room.

Workshop Overview
The goals of the “SLD, What’s That?”
workshop are 
• To develop self-awareness and self-

advocacy skills in students with SLD.
• To increase awareness, knowledge,

and understanding of SLD.
• To increase positive peer perceptions

of students with SLD.
To achieve the objectives of the first

goal, students with SLD actually
designed and presented this three-part
workshop. It was important to fully
engage them in all phases of the process
from planning to delivery. I did this by
adjusting the level and type of partici-
pation to individual strengths. We
planned together and students shared
responsibilities for researching, creating
visual aides, and presenting. They invit-

ed their peers in general education
classrooms to be participants in the
workshop.

In the first session, participants
explored their perceptions of SLD, and
the students presented information
about what the acronym SLD meant,
types of learning disabilities, and the
resource program. The second session
provided participants with an interac-
tive, hands-on experience that involved
a series of activities designed to simu-
late various types of learning problems.
The final session focused on sharing
and synthesizing the workshop experi-
ence and identifying learning outcomes.

Preworkshop Activities

Preparing the Students

To become effective self-advocates, stu-
dents with SLD need to develop self-
awareness skills and acquire knowledge
about SLD. I started this process by
facilitating small group discussions dur-
ing scheduled resource time. We dis-
cussed the following questions: 
• What is a specific learning disability?
• Why do you come to the resource

room?
• How do you feel about leaving the

general education classroom?
• What do other students think about

special education?
• How do you respond to your class-

mates’ questions and comments?
• What can we do to increase others’

awareness of SLD?
The discussions provided opportuni-

ties to explore feelings and identify and
increase student knowledge about SLD.
This process naturally led to sharing
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Laying the Foundation for
Self-Advocacy

Fourth Graders With Learning Disabilities Invite
Their Peers Into the Resource Room

Cynthia Pearl



ideas about how this disability knowl-
edge could be conveyed to students’
peers without SLD.

Collaborating With General
Educators

In the planning stage, I solicited the
assistance of general education teach-
ers. Collaboration was critical to the
success of the workshop. I attended
grade level meetings with general edu-
cators to discuss the proposed work-
shop and share ideas about how to best
implement it in our school. Co-planning
was necessary to establish mutual goals
for the workshop, schedule the ses-
sions, review session activities, and
assign co-teaching roles and responsibil-
ities for each session.

I found that general educators were
more than willing to get involved and
their participation and support proved
invaluable. They prepared general edu-
cation students for the workshop,
helped them make meaningful connec-
tions during the activities, and moderat-
ed follow-up discussions to further
extend the learning experience.

Session One

Step 1: Designing Invitations and a
Student Questionnaire

During their resource time, my students
created special invitations to invite
fourth grade general education classes
to visit the SLD resource room. We
invited one general education class at a
time because it is difficult to manage the
activities with more than 30 students in
a single session. Over the course of sev-
eral weeks, all the fourth grade classes
in our school attended the workshop
sessions.

To find out what students in general
education already knew about SLD, we
sent copies of a brief questionnaire
along with the invitation. The questions
chosen included:
1. What does the abbreviation SLD

stand for?
2. Why do some students go to SLD?
3. What do students do when they go to

the resource room?
The general education teacher

shared the invitation with the class and
passed out the questionnaire. We had
decided that students would be more
open in their responses if their answers
remained anonymous. We emphasized
that we were not looking for correct
answers; instead, we wanted to find out
more about their current understanding.
Students were encouraged to answer
each question honestly and respectfully
because a summary of group results
would be shared with others.

Step 2: Helping Students Develop
the Presentation

To develop their self-awareness and self-
advocacy skills, my students with SLD
had to learn as much as possible about
learning disabilities. They also had to be
involved in making decisions about
what information would be shared and
how it would be presented. Above all,
this information had to be presented by
the students themselves.

When the completed questionnaires
were returned to the resource room, we
reviewed them together. Table 1 shows a
sample of a typical student response to
the three questions. We organized the
information by identifying response cat-
egories or themes and tallying respons-
es for each category. For example, when

we looked at responses to our first ques-
tion—What does the abbreviation SLD
mean—we found that, in a class of 28
fourth-grade students, the most fre-
quent responses for the letter “S” were
“slow” (8) and “student” (7). No one
knew that the “S” stood for “specific.”
The majority of the children (17) indi-
cated that the letter “L” stood for
“learning” and some children (6) indi-
cated that the letter “D” stood for “dis-
ability.”

We prepared a summary of the
responses to each of the three questions
on chart paper to use as an advance
organizer to lead into our activities for
the first workshop session.

Once the questionnaire responses
had been reviewed, my students were
ready to develop presentations that
would provide their peers with accurate
information. They worked in coopera-
tive groups to research, develop con-
tent, create visual aids, and rehearse
their presentations. They also got the
resource room ready for visitors, made
seating arrangements, added decora-
tions, and planned refreshments.

Step 3: Conducting Session One

Students were in charge of hosting the
first workshop session. They arrived
early, welcomed their peers from the
general education class, directed them
to their seats, and served refreshments.

The session began with the ques-
tionnaire feedback and proceeded with
student-led presentations providing
knowledge and information about SLD.
My students explained the meaning of
the term specific learning disability,
why children go to the resource room,
and what they do there. Individual pre-
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Table 1: Sample Student Questionnaire Response

1. What does the abbreviation SLD mean? 
Answer: Slow Learning Dedication

2. Why do some students go to SLD?
Answer: Maybe because they’re not as smart as other kids. Maybe they have

something that bothers them, so they go and talk to other kids.
3. What do they do there?

Answer: Talk about their problems or they do their work that hasn’t been
completed.

Note: SLD = specific learning disabilities.

I realized that SLD isn’t for
people that are slow in

everything. They could be
the very best at football
(like Jeremy), but they

could still have a problem
with reading or something

like that.
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senters needed different levels of sup-
port. It helped them to know that a
workshop was not a school play and
that I was available to jump in and
assist by elaborating upon points and
smoothing rough spots and transitions.
We ended with a question and answer
session, giving the audience an oppor-
tunity to participate while student pre-
senters served as a panel of experts.

Session Two

Step 1: Preparing Simulation
Materials

Session Two was highly interactive. We
decided to hold it in our school’s media
center because we needed room for the
hands-on activities. It took time to pre-
pare the required materials, but I have
been able to use them again and again.
The directions and the materials for the
10 stations are described in Table 2. The
simulation activities are fairly easy to
reproduce.

For each station, we prepared a card
identifying the station number, direc-
tions for the activity, materials, and in
some cases, an answer key. The activity
directions, answer keys, and other non-
consumable materials were typed in
large print, pasted on construction
paper, and laminated for repeated use.
“Check” was written on the back of
answer keys to be easily identified when
placed facedown. Teachers and students
replicating this session may choose to
add or subtract simulation activities.
(See Station #10, “Online Simulations,”
for other alternatives.)

We planned enough activities so that
no more than three students were at a
given station at one time. It helped to
have a checklist of the stations in rota-
tion order for each participant. Pre-
marking these checklists with a specific
starting activity enabled the children
dispersed among the stations and con-
trolled movement.

Step 2: Conducting Session Two

My students again welcomed their peers
when they arrived for the session, pro-
vided them with a station rotation check-
list, and directed each participant to the
station indicated. Before beginning the
activities, I provided a brief overview of

the different types of processing difficul-
ties that would be experienced through
the simulation activities. I also empha-
sized the wide variability of learning dis-
abilities as well as the limitations of sim-
ulation activities. I wanted to make it
clear that the simulations were designed
to help participants gain a better under-
standing of how it might feel to have a
learning disability, but that they did not
accurately describe the experiences of
their classmates with SLD.

One of my students then delivered
the directions for the station rotation.
We provided the following guidelines:
1. You will have about 5 minutes to

complete the station activity.
2. Remain at a station until you are

given the signal to move.
3. Return the station to its original con-

dition.
4. Make sure CHECK sheets are

returned to a facedown position.
5. Go to the next activity on your check-

list.
When the rotation began, my stu-

dents, who were posted among the sta-
tions, assisted with activity directions
while the general education teacher and
I circulated, answering questions and
providing explanations of the simula-
tions. With these guidelines and sup-
ports, the rotation went very smoothly.

Session Three
Session Three took place in the general
education classroom. Each class dis-
cussed workshop experiences and iden-
tified learning outcomes. The general
education teacher asked his or her stu-
dents to reflect on their own experi-
ences and learning and then share their
thoughts in writing. One teacher sent
the following note along with her stu-
dents’ written reflections:

The workshop was great.
Thanks for taking the time to
share with us. It gave the stu-
dents a better understanding of
how frustrating the disabilities
can be. Also, I think it helped
Leslie and Jimmy to feel better
about themselves. Here are the
students’ thoughts!

Written responses that were classi-
fied according to thematic categories-
from 28 students in one of the fourth-

grade general education classes are pre-
sented in Table 3.

Final Thoughts
Though simulations have effectively
shaped attitudes (Behler, 1993; Colwell,
Thompson, & Berke, 2001), the efficacy
of disability simulations is controversial
in the field of special education. Smart
(2001) questions their use and main-
tains that simulations cannot allow a
person without a disability to assume
the identity of a person with a disabili-
ty. There is also evidence that disability
simulations heighten the association of
disability with helplessness because
positive examples of coping strategies
employed by persons with disabilities
are not always presented. According to
Smart, major ethical issues that should
be addressed when employing disability
simulations include
• How to maximize the authenticity of

the experience.
• The need to “confront situations in

which the simulation experience
leads to increased discouragement on
the part of some student participants”
(p. 1).

• The need to establish the relevance of
disability simulations.
Many of the students who partici-

pated in SLD, What’s That? indicated
that they had learned how “hard” or
“frustrating” it would be to have a
learning disability. While I felt it was
important that students in general edu-
cation gain an awareness of the diffi-

Supplementary Activities
• Create a Web site about learning

disabilities.
• Make a list of Web sites that pro-

vide information on learning dis-
abilities.

• Add a section with books about
different kinds of disabilities to
your school’s media center.

Who knows someday kids
with learning problems
might grow up to be a

famous person.
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Table 2: Learning Disability Simulations
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During the 1998-99 school year, approximately 38% of stu-
dents with learning disabilities (1,081,798 children ages 6-21)
were served in different educational environments (special
education resource settings) for 21%-60% of the school day
(U.S. Department of Education, 2001). While peers in gener-
al education may be accustomed to the daily comings and
goings of students receiving special education services, infor-
mation to increase disability awareness and understanding is
rarely provided (Fulk & Smith, 1995; Pavri & Monda-Amaya,
2001). Frequently student perceptions of peers with disabili-
ties are negative and reflect a lack of social acceptance
(Ochoa & Olivarez, 1995; Royal & Roberts, 1987). Seventeen
peer rating sociometric studies conducted over a 20-year peri-
od, revealed that children with SLD had consistently lower
peer status in comparison to children without disabilities
(Ochoa & Olivarez). An examination of the perceptions of 98
students in Grades 1-6 regarding instructional and manage-
ment adaptations for students with learning and behavior
problems revealed that almost one third (31%) of the stu-
dents sampled responded negatively to the easier or different
work given to some classmates (Fulk & Smith). Interviews
with 20 fourth- and fifth- grade students with SLD focusing
on school-related loneliness revealed that more than half of
the students reported feeling lonely at school and that those
students who reported higher loneliness more frequently
gave examples indicating that loneliness resulted from isola-
tion and exclusion from the group (Pavri & Monda-Amaya,
2000).

The Need for Preventative Strategies. Studies documenting
negative peer perceptions raise questions about the availabil-
ity of social support for students with disabilities in general
education classrooms. As defined by Farmer and Farmer
(1996), social support involves “processes of social exchange
that contribute to the development of individuals’ behavioral
patterns, social cognition, and values” (p. 433). Pavri and
Monda-Amaya (2001) emphasize the emotional component
of social support, defining it as “the process by which the
individual feels valued, cared for, and connected to a group
of people” (p. 391).

Sixty special and general educators working with students
with SLD were interviewed to find out how they provided
social support to students. Findings indicated that general
educators focused more on their role as facilitators of social
relationships, while special educators tended to develop
social interventions only in response to problems and to
solve problems for students rather than to facilitate students’
problem-solving skills. Few teachers from either group dis-
cussed the use of preventative strategies to promote respect,
acceptance, and belonging in the classroom (Pavri & Monda-
Amaya, 2001).

Effective Practice. Royal and Roberts (1987) found a possible
link between familiarity and acceptance of disabilities. Their
investigation of third through twelfth grade students’ percep-

tions and attitudes toward 20 different disabilities revealed
that younger children were least familiar and also least
accepting of disabilities. Conversely, older students who indi-
cated that they were more familiar with disabilities were also
found to be more accepting. These findings suggest the need
to focus educational efforts on the identification and imple-
mentation of procedures that may increase younger chil-
dren’s familiarity with disabilities with an emphasis on
understanding and acceptance.

The recent focus on self-determination in the disability
community has led educators to recognize the role that stu-
dents with disabilities can play in this process (Field, 1996).
Pocock et al., (2002) described efforts in one school district
to promote self-determination in high school students with
SLD by specifically focusing on the skills of self-awareness
and self-advocacy. Their program, Learning and Education
About Disabilities (LEAD), was chosen as an exemplar site
for the Self-Determination Synthesis Project, funded by the
Office of Special Education Programs, U.S. Department of
Education.

Students who participated in LEAD (Pocock et al., 2002)
not only developed their own skills but also “raised the com-
munity’s consciousness about individuals with LD and
helped younger students understand their own disabilities”
(p. 215). Five factors identified as critical to the success of the
LEAD program included

• Introducing self-determination component skills in an
effective sequence beginning with students with SLD first
understanding their own strengths, challenges, learning
styles, and interests (self-awareness) and then moving on
to sharing that information with others (self-advocacy).

• Maintaining a philosophy of student ownership with an
appropriate balance of support, guidance, and independence.

• Effective modeling of self-advocacy skills.
• Opportunities for importing self-advocacy skills embedded

in activities outside the classroom.
• Creating a school culture that supports self-advocacy.

According to Field (1996), “There is a need to examine
factors in early childhood that promote or inhibit self-deter-
mination, and develop interventions and supports according-
ly” (p.16). The SLD, What’s That? workshop experience was
designed for implementation at the elementary school level.
It is unique in that most educational efforts to develop the
self-awareness and self-advocacy skills critical to self-deter-
mination have targeted young adults (Field; Roffman &
Herzog, 1994; Yuan, 1994). SLD, What’s That? provides evi-
dence that the same research-supported practices and factors
that were previously identified as critical to the success of an
exemplary program for high school students (Pocock et al.,
2002) can be incorporated into programs at the elementary
school level, laying a foundation for self-advocacy that can be
built on as students with disabilities progress through their
schooling.

What Does the Literature Say About Self-Advocacy and Peer Perceptions?
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culties faced by students with SLD, I
also felt that it was equally—if not
more important—that they recognized
that SLD can be compensated for with
coping strategies and specialized
instruction. The intent of these activi-
ties was not to elicit pity, but rather
understanding and respect.

According to Behler (1993), negative
feelings can be counteracted relatively
easily if the teacher is prepared with
positive examples of successful coping
strategies on the part of individuals
with disabilities. This is seen in the pos-
itive comments from participants focus-
ing on how students with SLD could, as
one general education student wrote,
“break that learning disability.”

I hope that teachers who choose to
recreate these or similar activities, will
find, as I did, that the general education
students who participate gain a better
understanding of SLD. At the very least,
I hope that the students will learn that
SLD stands for specific learning disabil-
ity and not slow learning dorks. More
importantly, I hope that teachers will
see that their students with SLD have
acquired disability knowledge and the
language to explain it to others. One
boy who attended the SLD, What’s
That? workshop summed up its pur-
pose in one sentence. He wrote, “Now I
know the real meaning of SLD and I
can tell other people.”
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